example, restaurant customers may experience service that they perceive to be slow or inattentive, or they could receive a food order that is somehow unsatisfactory.
Customers are then faced with the task of having the service experience adjusted in some way to align the outcomes with their expectations.
Consumers typically evaluate the components of a service individually (such as food, service, and ambience) rather than as a total picture. 4 This type of attributebased evaluation is exemplified by a classic phrase regarding dining experiences: "the food was good, but the service was terrible." That phrase exem
Type of Complaint
A service episode comprises a set of interrelated elements. Restaurant service, for instance, involves two primary components, those being the food (and beverages) and the service delivery itself. For most restaurants, physical characteristics pale in comparison to the core product-and service-related elements.lOWhile exceptions to this generalization exist, a restaurant's environment can generally take it only so far, as operators in the "eatertainment" segment of the industry, such as Planet Hollywood, will attest." Indeed, some theme-restaurant operators, such as ESPN Zone and Outback Steakhouse, insist that the customers' experience with the food and beverage is their core element and accord it top priority.'* Because food and beverage offerings and service constitute the two primary drivers of a restaurant's long-term success, separating food and service from ambience is important when evamating start-to-finish service episodes. People will not long return to a restaurant if its core offerings are not in line with their expectations.13 Failures in concept execution notwithstanding, it appears important to examine the core elements of service experiences, especially because it is with those elements that organizations most clearly distinguish themselves from their competitors. My first research question, then, is: When dealing with a specific service failure and remedy, does the object of the failure in the restaurant experience (i.e., food or service) have a particular influence on word-of-mouth communication?
Complaint Remedies
The extent to which service providers correct dissatisfying elements of a service experience will probably vary according to the specifics of the service failure.'* I would argue that a minimal service failure, such as letting a water glass get empty before being refilled, requires a smaller remedy (that being to apologize and fill the glass) than does a more substantial service failure, such as improperly prepared food or consistently lax service.
Previous researchers have often presented contrasting recovery actions to see how respondents would react to varying degrees of correctionthat is, high-effort interventions and low-effort interventions.
Such steps as offering free food, discounts, or coupons, or offering a manager's intervention are seen as corrections involving a high degree of effort. On the other hand, actions such as making service or food adjustments, offering apologies, or doing nothing to correct the problem were offered as low-correction actions.15 While one might think that the degree of correction is the key to a successful service recovery, a recent study found that the degree of compensation did not significantly influence respondents' intentions to return, their satisfaction with the remedy, or their subsequent word-of-mouth communication."
That finding suggests that the degree of correction is not the only element that influences consumers' perceptions of the recovery process.
Positive and negative corrections. A consumer's final view of a service process is a function of the initial service offerings and exchanges together with any necessary corrections or adjustments (taking into account the opportunity cost in time and money). When a problem occurs, the guest then assesses the nature of the correction as an element of the restaurant experience, along with the food, service, and ambience. Researchers have found that negative attributes seem to have a greater influence on The measure of experience with the correction assesses how guests feel about the restaurant's attempts at correcting problems that have occurred. To clarify this point, examples of negative correction experiences given by my respondents were such comments as "the server made excuses, " "the server was indifferent to my problem," or "the server gave me attitude while fixing the problem." On the other hand, examples of positive correction experiences include "the problem was corrected immediately," or "the service quality improved." Again, these comments do not necessarily bear a direct relationship with the guests' overall satisfaction.
Complaint Satisfaction
When consumers complain about service, they eventually form a judgment (based on their service-recovery expectations) about how well their complaint was handled. That judgment does not depend entirely on the outcome of the complaint; also critical are how the complaint and remedy were handled. One would expect con-" See: Adams, Folkes, Davidow and Leigh, sumers' satisfaction to rest on the organization's ability to return the consumer to a "pre-complaint state."r8 Equity theory suggests that when consumers are presented with an acceptable recovery action, their perceptions of satisfaction increase-usually resulting in an overall positive perception despite the failure." The reverse is also true, however." My intent was to examine the extent to which respondents' satisfaction with complaint handling (rather than with the entire service experience) is related to subsequent wordof-mouth activities. Thus, my third research question is: When dealing with a specific service failure and remedy, does customers' satisfaction with the complaint remedy identifiably influence their word-of-mouth communication?
Patronage Intentions
A chief influence in consumers' intentions to return to a restaurant following a service failure is whether they feel that they have been treated equitably in the service-recovery process.21 While previous research has shown a strong positive association between satisfaction and intent to return," few studies have examined the direct relationship between intent to return and word-" To begin to answer the above questions, I interviewed 3 10 patrons in shopping malls located in the eastern and the midwestern United States. To solicit the interviews, I set up a table in front of each mall's food court at various times over a two-month period. I offered participants a lottery ticket in exchange for filling out the survey. Although the participants were mainly in their early 20s the age distribution ranged from 18 to 70.'* The gender proportion was 3 1 percent men and 69 percent women. Critical incidents.
To gather information about a recent complaint experience, I asked the positively or negatively (taking the correction participants to answer questions about the spe-specifically into account). The resulting fourcific elements of a dining experience that had square matrix was labeled as follows: (1) a low occurred in the previous six months during which degree of correction and a negative outcome, (2) they had encountered a service failure and had a low degree of correction and a positive outcomplained on the spot to the service provider. I come, (3) a high degree of correction and a negastarted with two open-ended questions--one that tive outcome, and (4) a high degree of correcasked the respondents to describe the specific tion and a positive outcome. The complaints, object of their complaint and another that asked remedies, and the range of correction noted by the respondents to describe how the service promy respondents were consistent with the findviders handled the specific complaint.
ings of other studies examining restaurant paWhen I classified the responses using content trons' responses to service failure and recovery.26 analysis, 25 I found two basic classes of complaint, Descriptively, 98 respondents (3 1.6 percent) namely food-related complaints and service-rereported a food-related complaint, while 212 related complaints. The analysis of the responses spondents (the remaining 68.4 percent) reported to question two resulted in a two-by-two classi-a service-related complaint. (That finding by itfication based first on the degree of correction self might give restaurant operators pause.) With administered by the service provider to fix the regard to correction efforts and satisfaction with problem (noted as low or high) and second on the outcome, 75 respondents (24.2 percent) rewhether the customers viewed their experience ported a low degree of correction and a negative outcome, 120 respondents (38.7 percent) re- Survey measurement. In addition to the customers' reports of their complaint described above, the participants were asked to respond to two yes-or-no questions: (1) Was the complaint handled to your satisfaction? and (2) Did the service failure and remedy diminish your desire to return to the restaurant? I examined the responses to those two questions in relation to respondents' word-of-mouth communication.
A descriptive analysis revealed that 22 1 of the participants (7 1.3 percent) indicated that their complaint was remedied to their satisfaction, while 89 (the remaining 28.7 percent) reported that their complaint was not handled to their satisfaction. Regarding their intent to return, I35 respondents, or 43.5 percent, indicated that the service experience negatively influenced their intentions, while I75 participants (the remaining 56.5 percent) indicated they would return to the restaurant despite the recent service failure. Last, I asked the respondents to report the number of people whom they told about their experience relating to the service failure. Failure to make a strong effort to redress a customer's food-related cor~piaint means that that customer likely will talk about the experience.
reported by customers who were satisfied following the complaint experience and those who were not satisfied, although the dissatisfied customers did tell a few more people (an average of 5.97) than did the satisfied customers (who told an average of 4.4 1 people).
Complaint and Correction
Checking multiple interactions, I found a significant relationship between word-of-mouth activity and the type of complaint combined with the degree of correction. This indicates that the root of the customers' complaints (i.e., foodrelated or service-related) coupled with how the complaint was handled led to different patterns of word-of-mouth communication.32 Food-related complaints. Compounding their propensity to tell about their experience, respondents who lodged a food-related complaint engaged in considerable word-of-mouth communication if they experienced a low degree of correction connected with a remedy that they considered to be negative (telling an average of 9.94 people). On the other hand, those with foodrelated concerns told few people (an average of 2.75 people) if they experienced a high degree of correction coupled with a positive remedy. Thus, failing to make a strong effort to address customers' food-related complaints means that customers will talk about the experience-undoubtedly to the restaurant's detriment. People in the other two categories fell between those two extremes. (That is, the low correction-positive experience group members told an average of 5.50 people, and the high correction-negative experience respondents told an average of 3.17 people). Once again, though, a low degree of correction was connected to relatively more word-of-mouth communication.
Service-related complaints. The communication pattern was different for respondents who lodged a service-related complaint, because in this case the ones who were most likely to talk about their experience were those who were given the greatest attention and had a positive experience. This high correction-positive experience group told a considerable number of people about their experience (an average of 9.05 people), while the high correction-negative experience group engaged in the least word-of-mouth communication (telling an average of just 1.71 people). Of the other two remedy categories, those with low correction and positive experience (with an average of 4.55 people) told more people than did those in the group of low correction-negative experience (an average of 3.56 people). That comparison further supports the finding that a positive experience with a service-related complaint leads to more word-of-mouth communication than does a negative experience, although (as noted earlier) my study does not indicate the nature of that communication.
It should be noted, however, that a high degree of correction without a positive experience regarding the correction had little post-purchase influence on word-of-mouth communication. The satisfaction connection. The relation-still did not leave satisfied, then that person told an average of 8 people (but a median of just 1 person)-which is more than any other group. Oddly, the next-most-chatty customers (telling an average of 6.86 people, with a median of 6) were those who were satisfied even though the restaurant offered a low degree of correction and the experience was negative.
Satisfied customers. In contrast to the talkative behavior of the people who had a negative experience and were still satisfied despite a low degree of correction, those who had a positive experience and were satisfied despite a low degree of correction told an average of just 4.25 people. The most taciturn were those who were satisfied and had a high degree of correction, regardless of whether the experience was positive or negative. The ones in that category who had a positive experience told only an average of 2.67, and those who had a negative experience told an average of 2.58 people. Thus, among customers who were ultimately satisfied with the complaint remedy, my results show that a low degree of correction leads to more word-of-mouth communication, particularly when paired with a negative experience.
Dissatisfied customers. Among the dissatisfied customers, the group who reported a negative experience despite high correction told the fewest people afterward (an average of 2.50). Consistent with the pattern among the highcorrection groups noted above, a low correction ending in a positive experience led to slightly more word-of-mouth communication (an average of 5.53 people told) than did a low correction with a negative experience (an average of 4.26). Since I did not ask respondents about the content of the comments that they made to family members and friends, I can only speculate that this set of findings could be a result of service providers' making every attempt to remedy the service failure for the customer, but still not being able to satisfy the complaint appropriately, If that is the case, the resulting word-of-mouth activity could be a function of the customers' recognition of the recovery attempts, despite the restaurants' inability to ultimately satisfy them.
Another significant combination of variables involved the word-of-mouth activities correlated with the correction outcome and intent to return.35 This set of relationships shows that the way the complaint was handled together with whether the customers intended to return to the restaurant led to different word-of-mouth communication patterns.
Point of no return. Regardless of whether they felt that their experience was positive or negative, customers who indicated that they did not intend to return to the restaurant engaged in more word-of-mouth communication on average than did those who would return. Indeed,
I
those who permanently walked despite a positive experience and high correction were the most talkative of this group, telling an average of 12.32 people (with a median of 4). Respondents who reported low correction but had a positive experience anyway told an average of 7.79 people. Those who were underwhelmed entirely, with low correction by the restaurant and a negative experience, told an average 6.92 people. Customers who had a negative experience even though the restaurant offered high correction related their tale to an average of 4.33 people.
We're baaack. Customers who intended to return to the restaurant did not engage in as much word-of-mouth communication as those who were not planning a return visit. The noisiest among these customers were those who saw a low degree of correction and had a negative experience (telling an average of 5.81 people). Faithful customers who had a positive experience despite low correction efforts told an average of 2.27 people, and those who saw high correction and had a positive experience told an average of 1.5 1. Also relatively quiet were those customers who saw high correction efforts but still reported a negative experience (telling just 1.20 people). The Importance of Satisfied Customers
The relationship between word-of-mouth activities and the combination of complaint satisfaction and intent to return also was significant in the mode13" In particular, customers who were not satisfied with the complaint remedy and did not intend to return to the restaurant told an average of 11.48 people about their experience, nearly 10 times as many as those who were not satisfied but intended to return to the restaurant In terms of word-of-mouth communication, restaurant guests react differently to foodrelated problems than they do to service complaints.
anyway (who told an average of I.25 people). Customers who were satisfied with the complaint remedy told about the same number of people regardless of whether they intended to return to the restaurant (an average of 4.75 people) or not (an average of 4.12).
A final set of paired relationships-considering the relationship on word-of-mouth activity by the combination of complaint type and intent to return-was not statistically significant in the model. This was the only pair of relationships that did not offer additional explanatory power beyond the main effects.37
Framing Customer Comments
Many people talk about their restaurant experiences. Managers cannot really control what people will say or how much they'll say it. But this study indicates that a restaurateur can influ- .001,q2=.04) 37 Two of the four possible three-way interactions were also significant in the model, but are not discussed here. One combination is the interaction of complaint type x experience with correction X complaint satisfaction (F [2,282] = 3.40, p = .04, q2 = .02). The other is experience with correction X complaint satisfaction X intent to return (F [3, 2821 = 7.2 1, p < .OO 1, q2 = .07). However, several sub groupings in those interactions had either missing cells or cells with few subjects in them.
ence at least the volume of communication by trying hard to remedy problems when they occur. The adage that dissatisfied customers engage in more word-of-mouth communication about their service experiences than do satisfied customers needs to be qualified based on my results, because the data from this sample of restaurant consumers suggests that the relationship between dissatisfaction and word-of-mouth communication is more complex than it at first seems.
To begin with, this analysis indicates that, with regard to word-of-mouth communication, people behave differently after food-related complaints than they do after service-related complaints. Customers talk more about food-related complaints when little is done to correct the problem, but they talk more about servicerelated complaints when mure is done to correct the problem. Paradoxically, customers who reported that they were satisfied with the remedies for food-related failures told more people about their experience than customers who were not satisfied. The reverse was true for service-related complaints, where customers who were not satisfied with the complaint remedy told more people than did customers who were satisfied. While my study did not specifically ask respondents to indicate the nature of their subsequent comments, I infer that unsatisfied customers tell negative stories, while satisfied customers might well be singing a restaurant's praises. When customers decide not to return to a restaurant, they will tell more people about their experience if their complaint was not satisfied completely. This study seems to indicate that a restaurateur can minimize customers' word-of-mouth communication by ensuring that their complaint is resolved to their satisfaction before they leave.
Although the study found a number of modifications to the idea that unhappy customers tell more people than happy customers do, on balance this study supported that concept. I found that when consumers received a minimal level of correction coupled with a negative recovery experience, they engaged in more word-of-mouth communication than if they received a high level of correction and they viewed the recovery as positive. This suggests that, at a minimum, operators should find out precisely what the cus-comer will need to be satisfied and, if possible and reasonable, offer the customer a correction that comes as close as possible to that desire (rather than offering something that the customer will view as a standard or inappropriate remedy). For example, offering a customer a free dessert or drink if they do not want one is of little value to anyone-especially if the problem is that the steak is overdone or if the table is collecting dust while customers wait for a check. It's possible that customers will react more positively to a remedy that they feel has been thoughtfully planned for their specific situation, regardless of the magnitude of the correction.
